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Prompt: "Video Store AU Its the early 90s and Kirk works in a video store, James is a regular customer who 
usually rents videos with his girlfriend. But one day, he shows up alone. Hoping for some angsty musings. Smut is 


encouraged, but not necessary." 


limage refs] 


Stagnancy creeps in slowly. 


Its a quiet thing, more subtle than resignation. There's no grand moment of giving up, no sound of shattering 
illusions. The days drag softly on, dragging people down with them, wearing on them until a comfortable shape 


has been carved out. Like water on limestone. Like a river flowing through a canyon, deeper and deeper with 


every passing year. Like something that seems as if it's always been there. Something too old and reliable to 
change. 


Kirk stopped trying to move mountains years ago. He's not sure exactly when, it could have been after he 

graduated high school, or after he dropped out after two semesters of university, but it could have just as 
easily been years earlier. At some point, he got swept along in the current of complacency. He looked up one 
day and here he was: thirty-one years old, working at the same small-town video store he did when he was 


eighteen. 


Managing the video store is comfortable. Kirk sees the same customers every week, reads a book behind the 
cash desk whenever it's slow, and puts on whatever movies he wants in the background, regardless of whether 
moms get offended when they bring their young kids into the store. He's been here for nearly a decade-one of 
only two employees-and the older guy who owns the store barely even comes in anymore. Kirk does all the 
inventory, orders new stuff, changes the displays whenever he feels like it, and generally does whatever the 
fuck he wants. It doesn't pay well, but its enough that he can afford groceries and his own little one-bedroom 
apartment down the street, and that's all he really wants at the end of the day. It'd be easy To call him a 
burnout or a failure, but the truth of the matter is, he never had much ambition to begin with. He never had 
the grades or the money or the motivation to set his sights higher, so he just ... didn't. University was nothing 
but a six-month-long exercise in alienation and homesickness. Despite his mother's disappointment, dropping out 


was realistically the best thing he could have done. 
Life moved on after that, the years ceaselessly pushing forward, pulling him along in their wake. 


“Anything new come in today?" Frank calls across the store. His round, bespectacled face pokes up from behind 


the Action € Adventure shelf in a comical sort of way. 
Its a Thursday night around eight o'clock, and he's the only customer in the store. Behind the cash desk, Kirk 


looks up from his comic book and points to the ‘New Arrivals‘ shelf beside the front door. "Same place as 


always," he says through a mouthful of microwaved frozen burrito. "Shipments come in every Friday, you 


know that." 


Frank's combover disappears behind the shelf again. "Yeah, yeah. But you promise you're going to get the new 


Terminator in as soon as possible?" 


Kirk chews and swallows, rolling his eyes in lighthearted exasperation. "Yeah, and | promised I'd hold a copy for 
you. Why the rush, anyways? You've already seen it three times in theatres." 


"| just really like Linda Hamilton" 
Kirk flips to the next page. "Yeah, she's a babe." 


"What do you think she bench presses? Like a hundred pounds?" 


"At least," Kirk snorts. "Maybe more. I'm pretty sure she could kick both of our asses and not break a sweat." 
"Totally." 


Kirk takes another bite of burrito just as the door opens, accompanied by the sound of the buzzer. "Welcome 


to Video Paradise," he drawls, still hunched over his comic. 
"Hey, Kirk" 


He looks up, catching sight of a scruffy moustache and a long, shaggy mane of golden hair. It's one of the 


regulars, a guy named James. "Oh, hey, man. How've you been?" 

James sets last week's movie down on the counter beside Kirk's half-eaten burrito. "Pretty good, you?" 
"Same old, same old." 

James is a pretty quiet guy. He usually comes in once a week with his girlfriend to rent some kind of 
inoffensive comedy flick - presumably part of their weekly date-night routine, which Kirk privately thinks is 
adorable. 

"No lady friend tonight?" he asks, reaching down to grab the sign-out clipboard from beneath the desk. 
"Nah, she's out of town. Visiting her sister." 

"And she trusts you to pick a movie by yourself?" Kirk jokes, cracking open the tape's case to give it a 
cursory glance for damages. James always rewinds his tapes after watching, which could very well be one of 
the main reasons Kirk likes him so much. "That's a lot of responsibility.” 


James gives an awkward little half-smile. "Ill do my best" 


"Let me know if you need help finding anything," Kirk offers, striking his name from the list. James wanders off 
toward the Sci-Fi shelf just as Frank approaches the counter, clutching a little pile of tapes. 


"Alright, alright, let's see what we've got here," Kirk grabs the one on top. "Ooh, Total Recall again, good choice." 
He jots down this week's titles under Frank's name, gets his signature and phone number, transfers the tapes 
to the rental cases, then rings him up. It's an interaction they both know well. "Twelve fifty please. You've got 
these ones for five days, and there'll be a-" 


Fifty cent late fee per day, | know. When have | ever brought anything back late?" 


Kirk raises his hands in a dont blame me gesture. "Store policy, man, everyone gets the same speech. You want 


a bag today?" 


"Nah, I've got one in the car. Thanks. Seeya next week" 
Kirk waves. "Seeya" 


The buzzer rings again as Frank exits, holding the pile of tapes to his chest. Kirk looks mournfully down at 
what's left of his burrito. It wasn't exactly piping hot to begin with, but by now, its gone completely cold. He 
sighs and hops off his stool, heading toward the tiny back room with the ‘EMPLOYEES ONLY sign where they 


keep the microwave. "I'm just gonna go reheat my dinner," he calls out for James' benefit, "I'll be right back." 


Watching the microwave count down the seconds feels like an eternity. Kirk watches as his food slowly rotates 


around inside. He scratches at his cheek and heaves a yawn 


57. 58. 51.. 56.. 


The store closes at nine tonight, which means Kirk will probably get home around nine-thirty. He'll probably 
just feed his cat, drink a beer in front of the TV, and be in bed by eleven. Maybe he'll just fall asleep on the 


couch 


34.. 33.. 32. 


He hasn't really gone out anywhere in a long time. Probably not since Jason's birthday party last winter. 
Maybe he should go bowling tomorrow, or wander down to the local pub for a drink after work. It could be nice 
to go somewhere where there are other people, for once. Maybe try to bring someone home. There's no gay 
bar in town, but maybe he could catch the late bus to the next city over and spend the night there. He could 


probably crash on Lars' couch, as long as Lars' boyfriend isn't home. 


4.3. 2. 


The beeping of the microwave shakes Kirk out of his thoughts. He blinks at it for a second, then retrieves his 
dinner - getting a little dry around the edges, but significantly warmer. He emerges from the back room and 
resumes his position behind the counter. To his dismay, there's a little congealed glob of refried beans sitting 


on the corner of his open comic book. 


Oh, well 


He eats the rest of the burrito and burns through a few more pages of the comic. Five or ten minutes go by 


before he looks back up to see how James is doing and finds himself alone in the store. 
"James?" he calls out. 


The store is silent. Kirk gets up after a moment, peering around the shelves, but there's no blond hair in sight. 
Puzzled, he turns on his heel. The two swinging half-doors to the rear of the store catch his eye. He pauses, 


looking at the orange sign stating 18+! NO MINORSH! ID REQUIRED!" 
"James?" 
Hesitantly, Kirk approaches, pushing one of the doors open just enough to peek inside. 


Inside, James looks up, meeting his eyes. Kirk's gaze flicks down to the tape in his hands. He only sees the 
cover for a split second, but it's long enough for him to tell which one it is: Powertool, 1986, starring Jeff 
Stryker. 


Kirk knows, because he's the one who ordered it for the store two years ago. Saw an ad for it in an old issue 
of Advocate Men magazine - the one with Jeff sitting on a concrete slab in prison blues, hard cock stiff 
against his belly. He's probably taken it home and jacked off to it half a dozen times since. 


"Sorry," Kirk blurts, taking a half-step back. "| was just-I wondered if you were still here. Sorry.’ 


Mechanically, he turns and leaves. His face is on fire. He marches back to the cash desk and takes a seat on 
his stool, shoving his glasses up his nose. He flips the comic back open to where he left off and stares down at 
it, not even seeing any of the words on the page. 


Maybe James was just curious. Just picked the tape up because he thought it was funny. Or maybe his 
girlfriend asked him to, because she likes seeing two guys get it on Kirk's heard of that before. Maybe it's for 
a friend. Maybe he just wants to try something new. Maybe it's none of Kirk's fucking business. 


A minute or two later, the swinging doors open again. James walks through, making a beeline for the front 
counter. He tosses a tape down on the counter and pushes it forward with the cover facing Kirk. His cheeks 


are flushed, jaw set. Standing his ground. 
Powertool 


Kirk reaches down to grab the Adult Films rental clipboard, keeping his head down. He grabs a pen and jots 
down a more discreet abbreviation of the title - PT ‘86 - under James’ name. "Can you, uh-?" he slides it 
across the counter, offering the pen Wordlessly, James jots down his phone number and signs for the video. 
Kirk slips the tape into a rental case. "Do you want a bag?" 


"No thanks." 


"Okay. That'll- Is three bucks for five days" 
James passes him three wrinkled one-dollar bills. 

"And there's a fifty-cent—" 

"Late fee per day, | know 

"Right" 

James grabs the tape off the desk, bulky silver rings flashing on his fingers. "Seeya next week" 


"Seeya," Kirk echoes softly, watching him go. 


He's the last customer of the evening. Kirk locks up not long after. 


He doesn't make the trek over to the gay bar that Friday, but he does end up talking to Lars over the phone 
for a couple hours. As always, Lars spends half the call complaining about something his boyfriend did, half the 
call talking about how stressed out he is with work, and signs off by asking Kirk when he's going to move out 
of his ‘backwards little town’ and go somewhere he'll ‘actually be himself. 


Is a comforting script between the two of them. Kirk says goodbye with a smile. For a few hours afterward, 


he really does feel less alone. 


James returns Powertool on Sunday, a full day early. As per store policy, he gets fifty cents back. He comes in 
fifteen minutes before close when there's no one else in the store and stands there at the desk while Kirk 
checks the tape for damage and signs it back in. 

"It was okay," James says gruffly, à propos nothing. 


Kirk pauses, pen hovering over the page. "Huh?" 


'It was okay," James repeats, motioning to the tape. He points behind Kirk. "Y'know, since the sign asked. It was 
alright." 


Kirk turns to look at the sign posted behind the counter - Did you enjoy your movie? Let us know today, so we 
can serve you better! 


"Oh," Kirk says dumbly. He looks down at the counter. "I mean- Yeah. l-l've seen it. It's pretty good." 

"Better once | turned the volume off." 

Uncomfortable, Kirk rubs at the back of his neck. "Yeah, the, uh. | guess the dialogue isn't really the best 
"You watch all the movies that come in here?" James asks. His gaze is heavy. Daring Kirk to meet his eyes. 
Kirk swallows, licks his lips. "Mostly just- Just the ones that appeal to me." 

"Right," James nods, long and slow. "Got any recommendations?" 

"The, uh.. Same genre?" 

"Yeah." 


"l-l guess," Kirk says, flustered, pushing his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. "| can show you, there's some 
- There are a couple good ones back there. Kinda depends on what you, uh. What you like." 


James just gazes back at him, impassive. "Lead the way." 


Kirk clambers off the stool. He rounds the front counter and walks to the back of the store with his arms 
tucked tight to his sides, eyes locked on the dingy carpet, keenly aware of the way James follows close behind 


him. He sends a vague, desperate prayer that no one else will come into the store in the next five minutes. 


The little Adult Films section seems smaller than ever once the two of them step inside, almost to the point of 
claustrophobia. Kirk feels like he's holding his breath. "There's, uh," he runs his fingers over the titles on the 
‘SAME SEX - MALE: shelf, "This one's pretty good," he says, pulling out Séance Particulére and handing it to 
James. "It's a couple years old. From France, | think. It's all in French. But anyways, there's a- a porn 
photographer, a young, twinky kinda guy, and he sort of. He films these other actors for a bit, then joins in on 
the action. Not much plot, but lots of, uh, closeups. Its pretty good" Kirk chews on his lip, watching as James 


examines the cover. He's unreadable as always. "Or else if you like more, uh, masculine actors—" 
James clears his throat. "This one's fine." 


Kirk nods, ducking his head. "Okay. Yeah. Its pretty good," he repeats. "Even if you don't speak French, y'know, 
it's fine. It's... yeah." 


For a long moment, neither of them move. 


James shifts his weight. "I didn't- | didn't know," he finally says, the words stiff. "| maybe wondered, but | didn't 
know. About you." 


Kirk inhales softly. He shrugs, trying to find the words. "Its not really the safest place here. In town, | mean. l- 


| guess sometimes wish | could be more open, but... 


‘| know," James says. Kirk looks up, meeting his eye, and finds a stormy expression there. Something sharp, 


mournful. Hurt. 
‘It can be hard sometimes," Kirk says quietly. 
"Yeah." 


They stand there another moment, just watching each other, and then James clears his throat. He taps the 
tape against his palm, nodding curtly. "Three bucks?" 


Kirk tries to give him a smile, but it's a little wistful. "Yeah." 


James comes back on Wednesday to return the tape. He gets fifty cents back and leaves empty-handed. The 


next night, he comes back with his girlfriend. They rent a rom-com, a mediocre one, and leave hand-in-hand. 


Kirk's mum used to have birds. Two of them. Lovebirds. They didn't have names, or if they did, he didn't 
remember them. They were loud and smelly and his father hated them, deeply, to the point of loathing. 


Kirk didn't feel any special sort of attachment to them, but it was his job to take care of them. When he was 
twelve, there was one week he forgot to clean the cage. Even now, he remembers the look his father got in 


his eye - a mean one, cruel and deadly serious - when he told Kirk that was the last straw. 


They were alive when Kirk woke up and went to school the next morning, but he couldn't shake the memory of 
that look. The feeling of dread nestled in his guts somewhere. It curled up in a hard ball and lodged itself 
somewhere beside his kidneys, crampy and strange. He thought about those birds all day - their soft little 


bodies and delicate bones - and when the final bell rang, he biked home as fast as he could His face was hot, 


his lower back sweaty as his legs pumped the pedals. When he got home, he grabbed the big, heavy cage and 
lugged it out to the back yard. He set it out among the shaggy grass and the weeds and knelt down in front of 
it, staring at the little birds inside, seeing their inquisitive black eyes and delicate peach faces as if for the 
first time. 


He opened the cage door with his heart in his throat. The birds looked back at him. 


His mother found him kneeling in the backyard like that forty minutes later, crying, the cage door hanging wide 
open with the birds still inside. 


